[Are complaints an element for health-care monitoring? Analysis of the user statistics of the federal commissioner for patient issues between 2004 and 2007].
The inclusion of patient perceptions in the assessment of health-care quality has gained in importance in recent years. The main instruments applied for this purpose are different types of patient interviews. Complaint data have rarely been used thus far. On the basis of 19 117 complaints and inquiries to the office of the federal government commissioner for patient issues, this article examines to what extent this data source can be systematically used in health-care research and describes which groups of persons addressed their concerns to the commissioner for patient issues between the years 2004 and 2007. In this context, an investigation is done to determine whether reported or reconstructed data on sociodemographic characteristics are sufficient for analysis. A comparison with population-wide data also indicates to what extent the results can be considered representative for the concerns of patients or insurants in Germany. The letters and inquiries were subjected to a quantitative content analysis. The terms "gender", "region" and "insurance status" can be consistently encoded in a high percentage of those who make complaints and inquiries. The items "age" and "employment status" can be reconstructed to a lesser degree. However, a structural comparison of "responders" and "non-responders" shows that the results from the sample with these characteristics can be generalised for all concerns addressed. Data on the education and migration background were insufficient for analysis. Compared to the general population, a disproportionately high number of older and/or retired people (EM/EU pension) as well as unemployed persons and persons from Berlin and the new federal states contact the commissioner for patient issues. However, changes over time show a successive approach to population-wide distributions. The results recommend this unique data source for continuous coverage. The data documentation should thus be further standardised and integrated into a complaint management system that includes all relevant complaint offices in Germany.